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In 1991, James Secord argued that our traditional picture of the acceptance of evo-
lution in Great Britain needed to be overhauled in light of his reassessment of an 
anonymous article, published in 1826 in Edinburgh, entitled “Observations on the 
nature and importance of geology.” It had long been assumed that it was written 
by Robert Grant (1793–1874), the one Edinburgh naturalist who was mentioned by 
Charles Darwin (1809–1882) as an evolutionist in his account of his student days at 
the University of Edinburgh (1825–1827). By contrast, Secord (1991) pointed out 
that its aims, content, and style were identical to some of the mid-1820s publica-
tions of Robert Jameson (1774–1854). This reassessment is indeed significant, for as 
Bill Jenkins writes in Evolution Before Darwin, Jameson’s role in Scottish science 
“cannot be overemphasized” (p. 69). He “was the pivotal figure in Scottish natural 
history in the first half of the nineteenth century and one of the most influential fig-
ures in his field in Europe” (p. 45). Apparently, the idea that natural populations and 
even species can be transformed and/or that life as we know it evolved from a very 
simple beginning was quite mainstream in Edinburgh, in the same way that it seems 
to have been surprisingly mainstream in “radical” London, in the 1830s and 1840s, 
as Adrian Desmond argued in The Politics of Evolution (1989). This was something 
that historians had, until then, overlooked, fixated as they were on the so-called gen-
tlemen of science.
Put differently: the traditional historiography of British evolutionism was (and 
perhaps still is) not only socially biased (because it focused on the elite and ignored 
the reform-minded classes), but also geographically skewed (because it focused on 
England and largely ignored Scotland). Unfortunately, thirty years after the publica-
tion of Secord’s paper, that geographical bias has still not been completely corrected. 
Jenkins’s book may help finally change this still too Darwin- and England-centric 
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(and insufficiently historiocentric) picture of the early history of evolutionism on the 
British Isles. He does not present the Edinburgh transmutationists as “precursors” of 
later, more famous transmutationists or evolutionists, but first and foremost tries to 
place them in their own temporal and geographical context. The geographical con-
text is crucial: Scotland (Edinburgh) was the main gateway for the entrance of con-
tinental and particularly French evolutionary ideas on the British Isles. Of course, 
Scotland had always had better ties with the continent, and with France in particular, 
than England (see, e.g., the medieval ‘Auld Alliance’ against England). This tradi-
tion undoubtedly also partly explains why eighteenth-century Scotland was such 
a hotbed of the Enlightenment. Strangely, even the Neolithic revolution seems to 
have entered the British Isles through what is now Scotland, a recently discovered 
fact that has inspired some archaeologists to claim that the “South-centric” textbook 
for archaeology for this period will have to be rewritten (McKie 2012). Apparently, 
our traditional image of the past of the British Isles is in more than one way (too) 
South-centric.
After a sketch of the contemporaneous, intellectual, and institutional background 
to the Scottish efflorescence of transmutationist thinking in the early nineteenth-cen-
tury (chapter 2), Jenkins zooms in on the domain and chair of natural history (chap-
ter 3). Edinburgh had the most prestigious chair of natural history in Britain, largely 
thanks to its third professor, Jameson. He was not only Regius Professor of Natural 
History at the University of Edinburgh, but also keeper of the University’s natural 
history museum, perpetual president of the Wernerian Natural History Society, co-
editor of the Edinburgh Philosophical Journal, and, later, sole editor of the Edin-
burgh New Philosophical Journal. He had succeeded his predecessor John Walker 
(1731–1803) in 1804. From Walker, Jameson took over a strong interest in miner-
alogy and the Neptunian idea that the oldest geological strata had precipitated out 
from an aqueous solution, a belief that Walker shared with Abraham Gottlob Wer-
ner (1749–1817), with whom Jameson studied in Freiberg. Walker was no transmu-
tationist though, or at most only a kind of “micro-transmutationist”: only varieties 
could be transformed.
In chapters 4 and 5, we reach the heart of this book: an analysis of how the geol-
ogy of Werner and the evolutionary work of two important figures of the Muséum 
d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris—the botanist and invertebrate systematist Jean-Bap-
tiste de Monet, chevalier de Lamarck (1744–1829) and the anatomist Étienne Geof-
froy Saint-Hilaire (1772–1844)—inspired the Edinburgh transmutationists. The link 
between Werner’s geology and transmutationism is straightforward: his directional 
account of the history of the planet, characterised by a retreating ocean and the 
chemical (precipitation) and, later, increasingly mechanical deposition of a long suc-
cession of rocks, meshed well with the trend toward greater complexity in the fossil 
record on passing from older to younger geological strata. It is this trend that sug-
gested an evolutionary interpretation of life.
However, as Jameson (1826) already pointed out, there was no explicit equivalent 
in the geological history of the planet (sensu Werner) for that trend towards greater 
complexity in the fossil record. If anything, to Jameson the oldest rocks seemed to 
be the most complex. Also, several papers, published in Edinburgh journals, pointed 
out a link between a Wernerian, directional history of the Earth and a directional 
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(and more particularly progressive) history of life, but many “stopped short of any 
suggestion that the pattern observed in the fossil record was a consequence of the 
transmutation of species” (p. 86). This was also the case with the work of an Italian 
geologist that Jenkins doesn’t mention: Giambattista Brocchi (1772–1826). His ideas 
were reviewed by the Scottish geologist and the future father-in-law of Charles Lyell 
(1797–1875), Leonard Horner (1785–1864) (Horner 1816; see also Jameson 1826). 
Brocchi sought to explain the progressive “younging” of fossil faunas in physical 
terms and assumed that species resembled individual organisms: they were born and 
subsequently perished after a fixed lifespan, unless driven to extinction by external 
forces (“Brocchi’s analogy”). This quasi-evolutionary idea seems to have influenced 
Darwin’s early evolutionary theorizing (Eldredge 2015). Of the papers that did inter-
pret the progressive fossil record (or part of it) and/or modern fauna and flora in 
explicitly evolutionary terms, which Jenkins discusses in some detail, only two were 
not published anonymously: Grant’s “On the structure and nature of the Spongilla 
friabilis” (1826a) and “Observations on the structure of some siliceous sponges” 
(1826b). The two other papers have been ascribed to Jameson (Secord 1991, Tanghe 
and Kestemont 2018) and to his pupil and friend Ami Boué (1794–1881) (Tanghe 
and Kestemont 2018). The former paper was mentioned above; the latter was enti-
tled “Of the changes which life has experienced on the globe” (1827).
Jenkins’s analysis of the clear link between French and Scottish evolutionism 
(chapter 5) already commences in the last section of chapter 4, “Werner, Lamarck 
and Geoffroy in Edinburgh,” where he tries to unravel the relationship between “the 
theories of Lamarck, Geoffroy and Wernerian geology  in Edinburgh at this time” 
(p. 95). In contrast with what is implied in Secord’s reference to the “Edinburgh 
Lamarckians,” it seems that Geoffroy’s evolutionary publications had a much bigger 
impact on the Edinburgh transmutationists than Lamarck’s. It is probably no coinci-
dence, in this respect, that Geoffroy published his first openly evolutionary paper in 
1825. Nor that Geoffroy’s ideas were much more compatible with Werner’s geology 
than Lamarck’s: whereas Lamarck assumed that life mainly evolved through internal 
fluxes of subtle fluids and largely independently from a steady state physical envi-
ronment, Geoffroy believed that a gradually changing physical environment, and 
particularly changes in the Earth’s atmosphere, had steered the evolution of life on 
our planet.
Some Scottish scholars, like Lockhart Muirhead (1765–1829), the Regius Pro-
fessor of Natural History at the University of Glasgow, commented on the theories 
of Lamarck or Geoffroy without endorsing them. Jenkins mentions three Edinburgh 
scholars whose thinking, by contrast, was very much influenced by the two French 
naturalists: Robert Grant, Henry Cheek (1807–1833), and the anonymous author 
of the paper “Observations on the nature and importance of geology” (1826), Rob-
ert Jameson. He does not discuss in this chapter the other anonymous evolutionary 
paper, “Of the changes which life has experienced on the globe,” and its probable 
author (Ami Boué), although it referred to a gradual diminution of “the strength and 
power of atmospheric phenomena” as a (Geoffroyan) cause “of the modifications 
which life has undergone ….” In any case, it is known that Boué was influenced by 
Geoffroy and Lamarck (Corsi 2012). Jenkins’s claim that the model of transform-
ism of Grant, Cheek, and Jameson was radically different from that of Lamarck or 
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Darwin, in that it was externalist (i.e., it relied “on a direct impetus from changing 
physical conditions” [pp. 149–150]) rather than internalist, is also problematic: as 
we just saw, Lamarck was indeed a predominantly internalist evolutionist, but Dar-
win’s theory was externalist since environmental changes were necessary to gener-
ate variation, and populations had to continuously adapt to a biotic and abiotic envi-
ronment. As a matter of fact, one of the criticisms of the modern, neo-Darwinian 
evolutionary synthesis is that it does not sufficiently take into account internal fac-
tors (i.e., mutations, ontogenetic development, and self-organisation).
This brings us to the last chapter (before the conclusion): “The Legacy of the 
‘Edinburgh Lamarckians.’” It starts out with an analysis of the eclipse of transform-
ism in Edinburgh and subsequently describes how that transformism influenced the 
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), the “transmutation without pro-
gress” of Robert Knox (1791–1862) and Hewett Cottrell Watson (1804–1881), and, 
last but not least, the evolutionary thinking of Charles Darwin. In this chapter, Jen-
kins does not discuss the link between Edinburgh and the radical evolutionism of the 
London anatomy schools that Desmond (1989) sketched. Nor does he mention some 
of the “predecessors” of Darwin who all had an Edinburgh background: William 
Wells (1757–1817), James Cowles Pritchard (1786–1848), and Patrick Matthew 
(1790–1874) all studied medicine at Edinburgh University (although he mentions 
Wells in note 119 of chapter 6). On the other hand, Jenkins pursues a fascinating 
analysis of how Robert Chambers (1802–1871), author of the Vestiges, and Charles 
Darwin were, directly and/or indirectly, influenced by the Edinburgh transformists. 
The “ideas that inspired the Edinburgh transformists in the 1820s were at the heart 
of [Darwin’s] theory from its very beginning” (p. 191). As he puts it in the conclu-
sion: Darwin’s determination “to present his theory as a model piece of inductive 
science, must take some of the responsibility for obscuring the [Edinburgh] roots of 
his ideas” (p. 201). Of course, the Edinburgh efflorescence of transmutationist think-
ing only forms a part of the theoretical and empirical soil in which On the Origin 
was rooted, but it probably belongs to the most fertile part of that soil.
Jenkins’s account of the work of the Edinburgh transformists may contain a few 
blemishes, but  that does not mean that it isn’t a well-written and very interesting 
read and an important contribution to the historiography of (British) evolutionism. 
John Hedley Brooke called The Politics of Evolution “One of those rare books that 
not only stakes out new territory but demands a radical overhaul of conventional 
wisdom.” Something similar can be said of Evolution Before Darwin.
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